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MUSEUMAFRICA AS METONYMIC 
FOR THE "NEW" SOUTH AFRICA, 1988-2004 
By Sara G. Byala 
On August 6, 1994, four months after the African National Congress (ANC) triumphantly 
won the first post-apartheid election, a cluster of celebratory balloons was released above 
Newtown, Johannesburg, to announce another local milestone. After more than a half-
century in temporary premises and once an estimated thirty-six million rand had been 
spent, the former Africana Museum finally reopened under the inverted appellation, 
MuseumAfrica. 1 Standing alongside Johannesburg Mayor Piet Pretorius, storyteller Gina 
Mholope, musical icon Dolly Rathebe, and other celebrity well-wishers, the ANC 
Minister of Art, Culture, Science, and Technology Dr. Ben Ngubane christened the new 
museum. No longer would it be known as the Africana Museum, a name that connoted, in 
the words of then Acting Director Hillary Bruce, "a white Afrikaans speaking man in 
khaki shorts and jacket and a gun."2 From this point forward, the establishment would be 
called MuseumAfrica, and by way of exhibiting squatter settlements, shebeen life, and 
domestic workers, it would foreground the black majority's experiences. Owing its 
renovated form to years of in-depth research by a younger, imaginative generation of 
museum workers, the celebrated unveiling of MuseumAfrica paralleled South Africa's 
hopeful rebirth. 
Just over a decade later, the museum is easier to access than ever before. Since 
July 2003, the stunning Nelson Mandela Bridge has linked renovated Newtown to other 
parts of the city. Despite this, the museum is now a pale shadow of its opening self. Once 
a venue that boasted visitors like President Bill Clinton and Madame Pinochet, the 
building is now scarcely attended. Objects have been stolen. One-third of the building has 
never been completed. The collection suffers in inadequate storage space. Devoid of 
funding and understaffed by more than half, there is little incentive for enthusiasm. While 
the government continues to pour resources into cultural development generally and 
while MuseumAfrica is fortuitously situated at the heart of a massive urban renewal 
campaign, the institution has been completely sidelined. 
From the six-years of internal analysis that preceded the institution's rebirth 
(1988-1994) through its optimistic debut in 1994 to its current state, MuseumAfrica has 
echoed the political deliberations around culture that _accompanied the genesis of post-
1 Deon Van Tonder, "From Mausoleum to Museum: Revisiting Public History in the Inaugu;ation of 
MuseumAfrica, Newtown," in South African Historical Journal 31 (Nov. 1994), 167. 
2 Interview with Hillary Bruce, February 25, 2003. 
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apartheid South Africa. Critiquing the old Africana Museum, debating strategies for 
renovation, and arriving at a final plan for the new museum, curators faced challengers 
both within and without the museum who paralleled advocates for change in larger 
society. Besides internal polarization between the so-called old and new guards, 
contemporaneous dialogue emanating from the Southern African Museums Association, 
the University of the Witwatersrand, and the African National Congress ensured that the 
museum understood the gravity of its task. Drawing upon the theories, practices, and 
policies of these organizations, in addition to soliciting the input of "the people," museum 
curators synthesized what was considered to be-in late apartheid South Africa-
progressive plans for overhauling the legacy of apartheid's cultural practices. Tracing the 
museum's protracted process of criticism and reconstruction thus illuminates the larger 
forces working to create new cultural practices in what was then optimistically termed 
"the New South Africa." 
The nature of both the debates and the decisions concerning the revised nation 
owed themselves largely to the rhetoric and policies of the African National Congress or 
ANC. Formed in 1912, the ANC operated beyond South Africa's borders from the time it 
was banned in 1960, marshalling what was arguably one of the most successful exiled 
resistance movements ever. When in 1983 over five hundred anti-apartheid organizations 
assembled under the name United Democratic Front (UDF), the ANC once more found a 
platform within South Africa. Several years later, the ANC received further support from 
the newly formed Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSA TU). Both the 
University of the Witwatersrand and the Southern African Museums Association also 
fancied themselves to be liberal instruments for change that supported the ANC's 
platform. In sum, the Mass Democratic Movement-a general term for all anti-apartheid 
groups active in the 1980s-endorsed the ANC's position, articulated best in the famed 
Freedom Charter of 1955 that called for a nonracial South Africa, such that by the late 
1980s, the apartheid state faced a unified vehicle for change. For this reason, analysis of 
the AN C's policies serves in this essay to shed light on broader forces at work. 
From the late 1970s the ANC was increasingly concerned with culture, as it 
related both to the apartheid state and to the envisioned post-apartheid order. Against this 
political background, the liberal, predominantly white curators of the Africana Museum 
were busily molding their cultural history museum to fit the needs of a changing country. 
Here they found themselves grappling with the museum's ambiguous legacy as well as 
more mundane obstacles. Besides overlapping temporally, the ANC's policy 
formulations and the museum's renovation engaged similar theoretical questions with 
regard to culture. From the term's definition and application to its historically important 
role in apartheid ideology, both organizations focused themselves-on vastly different 
scales-on using culture in a way that would be regarded as relevant for the new South 
Africa. 
This essay seeks to chart the museum's renovation and adolescence against larger, 
ANC driven cultural initiatives. In so doing, it asserts that MuseumAfrica 's narrative can 
serve as metonymic for recent South African history. That is to say, MuseumAfrica's 
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rebirth, initial reception, and early years present us with a microcosm of larger political 
change as it relates to culture. Examined in this context, the history of MuseumAfrica 
since 1988 enables the partial demystification of the transition from apartheid to a 
democratic South Africa. It also affords us a lens through which to view the early years 
of post-apartheid South Africa. After sketching in broad strokes the history of the 
Africana Museum from its inception in 1935 to 1988, this essay will focus on the 
problems and possibilities that a cultural history museum presented during the transition 
to the new country. All of this will be done against a backdrop of ANC policies in order 
to argue the relevance of this museum's recent past to the study of contemporary South 
Africa. 
An Overview of the Africana Museum, 1935-1988 
In 1935 Johannesburg, the eccentric expatriate Briton John Gaspard Gubbins presided 
over the opening in temporary quarters of his final and most innovative brainchild, the 
Africana Museum. Gubbins declared that "the essential aim of the collection was to 
represent every phase and factor of South African life" in order "to show the contribution 
of every race which has been concerned in the building up of South Africa. "3 Integrating 
the cultural outpourings of all South Africans-regardless of race-Gubbins's museum 
sought to showcase a multiracial view of the country. Pledging that, "[c]ontroversial 
subjects would not be avoided but illustrated from every side," Gubbins's schema aimed 
to do no less than provide Johannesburg and South Africa with a version of the region's 
history that eschewed simple explanation.4 With characteristic idealism, Gubbins foresaw 
the institution embodying his personal understanding of South African identity-one that 
transcended the stifling binaries of black and white, English and Afrikaans, civilized and 
savage. Far from the logic of apartheid that would gain strength in the following decade, 
Gubbins's liberal vision anticipated a different country. Yet, history was not to afford 
him the chance to implement this most ambitious dream. Months after the museum's 
opening on the top floor of the newly built Johannesburg Public Library, Gubbins died. 
Absent its charismatic head, the Africana Museum fell under the benevolent, if 
misguided leadership of its landlord, the Johannesburg Public Library. Unable to enact 
Gubbins's plan-arguably because of its lack of practicality-the library relied upon 
familiar procedures: cataloguing, describing, and displaying Africana objects as though 
they were books. Following the rules of librarianship that demanded classification into 
discreet, polarized entities, the Africana Museum came to reify the very binaries that 
Gubbins' s abhorred. The physical layout of the museum reflected this underlying 
3 Gubbins's Memorandum, quoted in Africana Notes and News. (Johannesburg:The Africana Society. 
Vol. 26, No. 6, June 1985), 203. · 
4 "Gubbins Africana Collection Outline of the Scheme" by Johannesburg Publicity Association, 
undated, Al 134 University of the Witwatersrand Historical Papers (WHP). 
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ideology. In one room stood the history of South Africa's past, begun with the arrival of 
Portuguese explorers and ending with the Anglo-Boer war. This told the story of white 
conquest over black, making history the purview of whites alone. Across the foyer was a 
room of black objects, organized not by any relationship to time, but by ethnicity. This 
space told the tale of a-historical, petrified cultures. Importantly, while both black and 
white objects were deemed cultural, the meaning given to the two differed substantially. 
With regard to white objects-like porcelain, oil paintings; and Victorian dress-culture 
signified progress and development and was decidedly singular. For black objects, there 
was no one culture, but rather many, each explicitly removed from the next. These 
cultural objects-like headdresses, spears, and cooking utensils-denoted tribalism and 
exemption from history. The message, though neither deliberate nor in keeping with 
Gubbins's founding vision, was nonetheless clear. In the Africana Museum, apartheid, or 
the logical and necessary separation of the races, was both ordained and explained. 
Resultantly, both the apartheid state and the general populace saw the museum as a 
mouthpiece for the racist regime. Its founding vision-radical and transcendent-was all 
but lost by the late 1970s when, after nearly a half-century in temporary premises, the 
museum was at last granted its own home. 
After abortive attempts to erect a new building too bountiful to count, the museum 
was offered a token (the aged, ramshackle Produce Market in Newtown) as its new home 
in 1976. Discerning that this was as good an offer as it would get, the museum undertook 
to turn a sixty-year-old marketplace into a modern museum. The task promised to be 
lengthy and expensive. Rather than close the museum in the interim, a temporary solution 
was reached. While the museum would occupy the new building, some of the collection 
would remain on the top floor of the public library. The ethnography collection-the vast 
assemblage of a-historicized objects of black Africans-would move to Newtown, while 
the cultural history collections that exhibited white life would remain in place, thus 
formally polarizing the collection into realms of black and white culture. As the city 
outside its doors erupted in flames with the youth calling for an end to apartheid, inside 
the Africana Museum the separation between black and white was temporarily complete. 
While the old guard of the museum remained in the public library, a younger, 
upbeat staff took occupation of the new building. Once the entrance was completed, this 
venue opened under the name Africana Museum in Progress, or AMIP. Characterized by 
creative energy and novel ideas, AMIP barely interacted with its library-based other half, 
a distancing that resulted in skepticism and hostility from the library-centered leadership. 
Despite whatever acrimony existed, the main actors at AMIP-Hillary Bruce, Ann 
Wanless, and others-persevered in creating a museum that reflected a changing South 
Africa. As was so often the case in the museum's history, these employees were largely 
self-taught museologists, haphazardly struggling to define an as yet unrefined field (in the 
South African context). Absent immediate funding to transform the entire building, the 
Africana Museum in Progress stayed, quite literally, in progress. Piecemeal over the 
course of a full decade, the staff created a new museum. Guided by personal inspiration 
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and spurred onward by chance, museum workers and AMIP simultaneously invented 
themselves. 
"We were just opportunists," Ann Wanless recalled: "Whenever we sort of spied 
an opportunity or met somebody who had the expertise we would make a plan and get 
them in."5 Using the knowledge of ordinary black Africans-from the carpenter's 
assistant turned tour guide to a cleaner who happened to be married to a healer-Wanless 
and staff sought to recreate black cultures within the museum. For instance, black 
Africans were enrolled to build replica houses in the museum by type (canonical, 
rectangular, thatched) that were then categorized by ethnicity. Other experts were enlisted 
to brew "traditional" beer and explain the work of diviners. Lectures were given where 
members of the public and school children-of all backgrounds-were introduced to 
ethnic cultures in this enclosed, circumscribed environment. Though very much within 
the paradigm of classical ethnography-where black culture was frozen in time-to its 
credit, the museum had at last become a living, energized entity. Located between the 
Oriental Plaza and the Bree Street Taxi Rank, thousands of people walked by its doors 
daily. It was not uncommon in those days for curious passersby to drop in and see what 
was materializing. Not only was the museum finally foregrounding black culture, it was 
now attracting black visitors in significant numbers. 
Wanless mused that the energy and sense of purpose that characterized AMIP 
made the makeshift museum "fantastic fun."6 Despite this lively climate or the decade's 
worth of work that had gone into the museum, the museum was not to remain as it was. 
In the late 1980s, the city at last received commercial funding to refurbish the building. 
As a result, it was forced to respond to the public library's decade-long pleas for more 
space. Thus, the "temporary" AMIP exhibits were razed, to the utter disappointment of 
the staff that worked there. For the old guard based in the library, the arrival of funds to 
complete the Newtown premises was bitter sweet. While they undoubtedly applauded the 
fact that the museum would finally receive its own home, old-timers like director Blanche 
Nagelgast ( or Mrs. N, as she liked to be known) were reluctant to embrace these changes, 
for reasons not entirely apparent to those involved. Arguably, Mrs. N's disinclination 
stemmed from weariness. Near the end of her career, she had grown accustomed to the 
way things used to be, priding herself on her arcane knowledge of Africana and, indeed, 
on the old Africana Museum itself. Reared in the home of longtime librarian and museum 
head R. F. Kennedy, she believed as he did in the museum's old-fashioned liberal 
mission, namely, that it ought to serve as a repository of illustrations for the library. 
Mired in the past, Nagelgast retreated further into the library, clinging to the old Africana 
Museum. Importantly, denigration of the Africana Museum resonated with condemnation 
of the ways in which culture was used to support oppression in apartheid South Africa 
5 Interview with Ann Wanless, April 15, 2003. 
6 Ibid. 
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more generally. Turning to specific denunciations, the magnitude of the Africana 
Museum's perceived shortcomings is made apparent. 
Criticism of the Old Africana Museum 
By the early 1980s, multiple processes ensured that the Africana Museum was under 
considerable attack. First, local politics in late apartheid Johannesburg reflected larger 
society's sense of uncertainty. Vacillating from party to party, the city administration was 
constantly restructured during this time period. In this jumble, the Africana Museum 
found itself under different departments of unequally suited leadership with differing 
degrees of sympathy for the museum. In one sense at least, the general thrust of change 
was the same. Museums, the city council had decided, now needed to make themselves 
profitable. No longer would the changing city be able to dole out money for such 
services. Fundamentally at odds with all that Mrs. N and others believed, the institution 
of business plans which concentrated on bottom lines contradicted precedent. When 
Christopher Till, former director of the Johannesburg Art Gallery, became Deputy 
Director of Museums and Library Services in 1991, further change was at hand. With a 
career rooted in museum work, Till believed wholeheartedly that the Africana Museum 
needed to be wrenched from the control of the Johannesburg Public Library and the 
museum staff professionalized. The directives of the two institutions were necessarily 
different, he argued. Librarians did not know how to run museums, he charged. These 
critiques were in no small part aimed at Mrs. N, herself simply a trained librarian like all 
the museum's directors since Gubbins.7 
Censure similarly followed the city council's attempt to revamp its image in time 
for Johannesburg's 1986 centenary. In line with the larger state initiative to extend some 
tokens of power to non-white South Africans, the council petitioned the rump Africana 
Museum in the public library to foreground black South African history. Since the bulk 
of the museum's efforts were then concentrated on the Newtown venue, the result was 
feeble at best. "[W]e took this old showcase and had it re-erected at huge expense," Ann 
Wanless recalled: 
And I was back peddling and saying, "I don't want to do an ethnology 
display. It's inappropriate. Anyway, we shouldn't do it." But I had to do it. 
They wanted something in there so we sort of tried and it was a rather 
half-hearted event. It was a terrible display I have to say. It was like-we 
had a little bit on rock art, we had a little bit on the Stone Age ... We 
cobbled together bits and pieces that had been sort of left over from the 
other displays and put them in. 
Given the museum staff's focus on the new space, Wanless admitted, this hodge-podge 
display in the old location "was a real afterthought," grimly concluding: "And it looked 
7 Jnterviews with Christopher Till, Ann Wanless, Hillary Bruce, and Diana Wall. 
7 
like it. "8 Hillary Bruce remembered the overall reception of the 1986 centenary 
celebrations. Ostensibly meant to reach "the masses," meaning black South Africans, 
Bruce lamented: "The black people in Soweto or whatever said 'it's not our history 
you're celebrating, you're celebrating enslavement, etc., etc.' And it blew up in 
everybody's face and the council was oblivious that this was going to happen and it 
exploded and it was most unpleasant."9 Paralleling larger society's repudiations of mere 
mirages of change, black South Africans rejected the haphazardly revamped Africana 
Museum. 
Concurrent with the larger population's dismay with the exhibit was 
condemnation from University of the Witwatersrand (or Wits) academics. Seeing the 
refurbished display, Wits art historians, Bruce recalled, simply "slated it." "We sat 
there-we were in the gallery-and they came along and told us our fortune, and we just 
shriveled," Bruce described. 10 Denouncing the a-historicized version of black history, 
revisionist Wits scholars made known their distaste for this apartheid-era type of history. 
Nevertheless, the exhibition remained up into the early 1990s as part of the old guard's 
reluctance to change. When, in 1992, participants in the Wits History Workshop "Myths, 
Monuments, and Museums," asked for a tour of the old Africana Museum, they were 
equally displeased with this display. "I got the sense," Wanless laughed, "that it was 
actually almost so bad that they weren't as critical as they should have been ... and that 
they kind of held back in some ways because they just felt that their criticisms would not 
be understood." 11 Providing honest, straightforward criticism of the old museum, Wits 
academics helped members of the young guard-like Bruce and Wanless-formulate 
proposed changes for the museum. 
Critiquing the old-fashioned Africana Museum, detractors affirmed the African 
National Congress's (ANC) contemporaneous analysis of culture's role in the oppression 
of the majority of South Africans. Marrying Amilcar Cabral's notion that culture was 
central to any national liberation movement with Marxist analyses of the South African 
struggle, ANC members formed a multifaceted understanding of the somewhat 
amorphous term "culture." 12 Importantly, this definition was meant for more than just 
analysis; it was part of the organization's larger effort to use culture as a weapon in the 
anti-apartheid struggle. The ANC's theoretical understanding of culture is important 
since this stance, echoed as it was by museum criticizers, exemplifies the degree to which 
8 Interview with Ann Wanless. 
9 Interview with Hillary Bruce. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Interview with Ann Wanless. 
12 For Cabral's theories, see, Amilcar Cabral "National Liberation and Culture," in Return to the 
Source: Selected Speeches of Amilcar Cabral (NY: Africa Information Service, 1973). 
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the Africana Museum stood at odds with forces for progressive change in late apartheid 
South Africa. 
According to the ANC, culture was decidedly anti-elitist, reflecting what art 
historian Annie Coombes has rightly deemed a preoccupation with "community" and, 
one could add, "the people." 13 "Our view of culture," ANC delegates to the 1982 
"Culture and Resistance" conference wrote, is "an all-embracing one, not the narrow 
concept which sees culture in terms of symphony concerts, operas and Shakespearean 
plays."14 Far from being the purview of a privileged few, culture belonged to all South 
Africans. Secondly, activists noted that, "In Apartheid South Africa culture is constantly 
employed to serve someone's interest." 15 Reflecting on the degree to which the apartheid 
state utilized culture as a means of oppression, activists proclaimed that culture could not 
be regarded as neutral, inexorably linking it to social and political circumstances. 
The ANC perceived several ways in which the apartheid state used culture to 
further the majority's oppression. Reflecting on the past, ANC cultural worker Mongane 
Wally Serote eloquently penned: 
The imperialists came to a land where people lived; they smashed our 
kingdoms and raped our economy under the banner of so-called 'Christian 
civilisation.' Our culture, from dance to dress to medicine to agriculture, 
was labeled 'tribal;' we were told we were too ignorant to appreciate 
proper housing or enough food; we were told we were barely 'civilised' 
enough to work in their mines and gardens and factories and kitchens and 
certainly not civilised enough to appreciate higher wages. When the 
people resisted, they were called 'savages,' and they were savagely 
suppressed. 
While denying the validity of any African culture and civilization, "[a]t the same time," 
Serote condemned, the imperialists, "show us 'African culture,' a perverted 'traditional' 
culture, cut off from its societal foundations which colonialism destroyed; petrified [sic] 
into something weird and wonderful; mystified until it fails to interact at any level with 
the real world we live in." 16 In equally scathing terms, ANC activist Z. Pallo Jordan 
concurred, "Pursuance of [white domination] has required the successive White regimes 
13 Annie E. Coombes, History After Apartheid: Visual Culture and Public Memory in a Democratic 
South Africa (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003). 
14 Art and Conflict in South Africa, Reprinted from Social Review, "Culture and Resistance 
Symposium" Gaborone 1982. WHP "Culture and Resistance Symposium," AL2596. 
15 Dikobe WaMogale Martins, "Art is Not Neutral: Whom does it serve?" Staffrider, July/August, 
1981. (Bonn, Box I, 4Arts and Culture 1983-1988, ANC archives). 
16 Paper presented by M. W. Serote on behalf of Medu Editorial Board at the Foundation for 
Education with Production "Cultural Studies" workshop in Gaborone, 12-14 1983; first appeared in Medu 
Art Ensemble News Letter Vol. 5 No. 2, ANC archives. 
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to corrupt, distort and suppress the cultural heritage of the oppressed for purposes of 
domination." 17 Apartheid apologists claimed that African culture was inferior to that of 
Europeans while asserting that only an a-historical, frozen version of African culture was 
authentic. Interestingly, Jordan and others agreed that this type of cultural chauvinism 
was not inherent in Western tradition. At the same time as they denounced African 
culture, the oppressors, Jordan wrote, "have been compelled to denude the cultural 
traditions deriving from Europe of what is best in them and reduce them to parochial 
horizons as the exclusive property of persons of European descent." 18 Bastardizing that 
which is most accepting in cultural theory by relegating "high culture" to Europeans 
alone and condemning Africans to stagnant tribalism, South African oppressors wielded 
culture to further their materialist and ideological ends, a process strengthened by the 
state's monopoly on cultural resources. 
Delegates to the second ANC "Conference on Women" leveled another charge at 
cultural institutions deemed to support the apartheid state. "It has often been argued by 
many," they wrote, "especially the racists that control our country as well as tribalists or 
ethnic chauvinists that there is not one culture but many cultures in South Africa." 19 
Practicing the typical colonial tactic of divide-and-rule, the oppressors insisted that South 
Africa was comprised not of one black people, but of many fragmented tribes, a notion 
supported by some South Africans. Denouncing both the state and de facto state 
endorsers, the ANC made it clear that the leading resistance movement did not 
distinguish between the two. Any institution, individual, or state body that supported the 
logic of apartheid-by, for instance, polarizing the histories of black and white South 
Africans-was marked an enemy of those who labored for another South Africa. 
Besides promulgating rhetoric around culture, the ANC spearheaded three cultural 
campaigns to overturn apartheid. From the late 1970s, the organization entreated artists to 
join the movement as cultural workers. While culture had clearly been used to oppress 
the majority, this move indicated the AN C's equally passionate belief that, "culture of the 
oppressed is a strong weapon of resistance against the system to forge unity among 
various groups and to work towards the building of the democratic society."20 At the 
same time, the ANC sent a cultural ensemble named Amandla, meaning power, to spread 
the message of what South African culture really entailed to a world accustomed to 
apartheid-funded images of naive tribalism. Through music, poetry, resistance songs, and 
dance, Amandla put forward a people's history of South Africa whose construction and 
17 Speech by Z. Palla Jordan, Amsterdam, December 1987. (ANC Lusaka Mission, Box 2, "Reports 
and Speeches, 1983--89", ANC archives). 
18 Speech by z. Palla Jordan, Amsterdam, December 1987. 
19 2"' African National Congress Women's Conference-September 1987-National Preparatory 
Committee Papers. (Bonn, Box 1, 6 On Culture 1989, ANC archives). 
20 Reports of the Lusaka Regional Cultural Workshop, 4-5 December 1989 (Bonn, Box 1, 6 On 
Culture 1989, ANC archives). 
content stood in marked contrast to apartheid-era histories. As such, Amandla represented 
the stated position of youthful activists: 
that whoever carries a guitar, a trumpet, a paint-brush, a pen to write, is no 
different from a member of Umkhonto We Sizwe who carries and AK47, 
a mortar or a Bazooka; he is no different from a comrade who barricades 
our embattled townships to create a no-go area.21 
Celebrating the mixture of cultural practices that categorized South Africa, Amandla 
refuted the notion of a country comprised of hermetically sealed tribal units. 
Simultaneously, the ANC also endeavored to render apartheid South Africa a global 
pariah by inviting an international academic and cultural boycott from 1989.22 Seeking 
to shame the exploitative, racist state by calling upon other countries to stay away from 
South Africa and to bar South Africans from entering their lands, this boycott was an 
integral component of the AN C's assault on the government. 23 
Calling upon cultural workers to assist in overthrowing the regime while inciting 
international condemnation of apartheid South Africa through Amandla and the cultural 
boycott, the ANC made known its stance on how culture had been used to further 
oppression. In conversation with other arms of the resistance movement such as the Trade 
Unions and the Pan Africanist Congress, the ANC's broad message spread throughout 
South Africa by way of vehicles like posters, pins, and songs. Given the proximity in 
allegations between ANC rhetoric and charges leveled against the Africana Museum by 
Wits academics, younger bureaucrats, and others, it is not surprising that the old guard of 
the museum balked. "I shall retire as soon as I have seen this issue through the press," 
Mrs. N announced in the final edition of her beloved collector's journal Africana Notes & 
News, in its fiftieth year in 1994.24 Opting for early retirement in lieu of moving to the 
new building, Mrs. N succumbed to her detractors. 
"[I]t was a very weird period," Hillary Bruce reflected on the years between the 
Africana Museum in Progress's 1988 closing and the 1994 opening of MuseumAfrica. In 
the end, it appeared, "there was something of a palace revolution," she concluded.25 
21 "Culture as a weapon and the involvement of the youth in cultural work." (Senegal Box 7, 1987, 
ANC archives). 
22 ANC Internal Memo on the Cultural Boycott-DAC. Johannesburg 11/4/90 (ANC Luthuli House, 
Box 5, ANC DAC, 1991, ANC archives). 
23 "Speech" by Ms. Barbara Masakele, Secretary, Department of Art and Culture of the African 
National Congress (in Lusaka, Zambia); delivered at the opening session of the Workshop on Culture and 
Apartheid by the Irish Anti-Apartheid Movement on Friday 25 April 1986 at Trinity College, Dublin. 
(ANC Lusaka Mission, Box 2, "Reports and Speeches, 1983--89", ANC archives). 
24 Blanche Nagelgast, Editorial: "Closure of this journal," (Africana Notes & News, Vol. 30, No. 6, 
June 1993: 217). 
25 Interview with Hillary Bruce. 
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Driven by new thinkers-ones who were decidedly against the same old-fashioned, racist 
manner of displaying history that angered the ANC-the young guard of the Africana 
Museum overturned the icons of the past. Yet in debating how to construct the new 
museum, these same revolutionaries found that it was far easier to deconstruct than it was 
to build, a lesson the ANC would itself soon learn. Turning to the museum's internal 
debates around rebirth, this essay will now focus on the practical obstacles to theoretical 
change. 
Debating How to Build the New Museum 
From 1988 to 1994, the new venue of the Africana Museum was closed to the public. 
Behind doors, curators, ethnologists, and historians participated in endless meetings 
about the museum's future. They thought and wrote and argued. Marketing consultants 
were brought in. Academics from the University of the Witwatersrand were approached. 
Questions were raised concerning the ideal cultural history museum at the end of the 
twentieth century, target audiences, and ideological messages. The museum staff-a 
group of mostly white South Africans-struggled to determine a way to convey a story 
beyond the triumph of white over black. The task was overwhelming, the stakes high. If 
the museum could not successfully re-imagine itself, it stood little chance in the new 
South Africa, whatever that was going to be. This protracted, fraught period of 
regeneration offers unique insight into the theoretical problems manifest in late apartheid 
South Africa. 
Early in its process of rebirth the Africana Museum put forward a revised mission 
statement. The institution now saw as its purpose, "to serve the community by using the 
Africana Museum's resources to communicate an understanding of the history of 
Southern Africa." The museum insisted that its new understanding of the past resonate 
with the majority of South Africans. No longer would it serve as a mouthpiece-wittingly 
or not-for the near defunct racist state. The museum would now turn itself over to "the 
people." The "tentative moves towards majority rule," museum curators Hillary Bruce 
and David Saks reflected, "have had the effect of rendering obsolete the way South 
Africans, particularly the ruling white group, have seen their country, its citizens and its 
history." "The challenge of the present," they surmised, "is now to begin building new 
structures on the ruins of the discredited old, fostering a genuinely South African identity 
based on a common patriotism and citizenship." Noting that the renewal of the Africana 
Museum was happening "at a most appropriate time in the country's history," Bruce and 
Saks assured would-be skeptics that the newfangled "slogan of the Africana 
Museum- 'A New Museum for a New South Africa' -is more than a neat catch-phrase." 
Re-envisioning the public presentation of the region's past, the Africana Museum was 
boldly taking "a step into the unknown," which though "challenging and exciting" was 
12 
similarly "fraught with risks and pitfalls." 26 Far easier said than done, reinvention 
immediately proved challenging. 
Firstly there were logistical impediments to change. The museum's rebirth would 
require a substantial amount of funding, none of which was immediately available in the 
early 1990s. At the same time, the historical importance of the Market demanded that any 
plans for renovation were sensitive to preservation.27 Spurring the museum to action, on 
the other hand, was the revelation that the institution had fallen considerably in local and 
international esteem. Long regarded by insiders as the greatest museum in Africa, 
Africana Museum enthusiasts were troubled to see that the museum did not appear in the 
1991 UNESCO Directories of Museums in Africa.28 Admittedly absent because it was 
housed in South Africa (which, for political reasons, was not included in the study) the 
Africana Museum and governing Johannesburg City Council perceived this omission as a 
further stimulus for change.29 
Besides technical hurdles that competed with the city's insistence on change, 
intellectual conundrums presented themselves as museum staff assessed the state of their 
institution. While, it was noted in 1993, "[t]he general aims of the founders of the 
Africana Museum are still valid today," several major deficiencies were recognized. 30 
The museum, the young curators felt, privileged a colonial, liberal viewpoint of history, 
one that silenced alternative stories and relegated the majority of South Africans to 
timeless tradition.31 That which did represent black life was almost universally rural, 
reflecting the apartheid-inspired myth that blacks were inherently anti-urban. 
Simultaneously, the very starting point for South African history implied a white-centric 
paradigm. Even within this framework, there were conspicuous gaps in the collection of 
objects of all populations. Given the historical dominance of white collection committees 
as well as the original manifesto's implausible scope, the Africana Museum-in the 
context of the early 1990s-was deeply flawed. As Bruce, Saks, and others turned a 
critical eye to the museum, the image they described was brutally honest. Bruce and Saks 
observed: 
The realities of race politics and the prominent place museums have held 
in Western European (as opposed to Black African) culture have served to 
ensure that most South African museums are heavily Eurocentric-in the 
26 "A New Museum for a New South Africa." Paper delivered by Hillary Bruce at the Southern 
Africa Museums Association, Durban, June 1991, MuseurnAfrica archives. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Blanche Nagelgast, (Africana Notes and News, Vol. 29, No. 7, September 1991: 279). 
29 Town Council Minutes re Africana Museum, dated February 23, 1993. 
30 "Africana Museum Collecting Policy:Revision 1993," AOL Policy, 9/18, MuseurnAfrica Archives. 
3! Hillary Bruce, "A New Museum for a New South Africa." 
composition of their staff, their collection policies and the manner in 
which they have sought to portray South African history in their displays. 
Moreover, the depictions of Black South Africans have tended to be 
largely ahistorical, that is to say static rather than dynamic, dealing with 
traditions and customs which are themselves often portrayed in a 
unconsciously [sic] patronising manner, as curiosities to be contrasted 
with the sophisticated European tradition. 32 
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Clearly identifying the forced separation of black and white objects and the concurrent 
privileging of white culture as the museum's fundamental shortcomings, Bruce and Saks 
demonstrated an unusual capacity for self-critique. 
The separation between black and white objects, Bruce and Saks confirmed, 
"would be singularly inappropriate today," pledging that the museum "consider[s] it 
essential that the artificial ethnic/cultural division be eliminated." Nevertheless, they 
noted: "Integrating the ethnological and cultural history collections is easy to decide but 
difficult to put into practice." Hindering facile amalgamation was the fact that white 
cultural objects had been acquired based on their uncommonness, while black "ethnic" 
objects were chosen according to their illustration of normal life. As a result, white 
objects tended to illuminate particular moments in history and notable cultural 
accomplishments. Black objects, conversely, reflected the mundane or, on rare occasions, 
major historical moments as they related to white South Africans. Merging the two defied 
a simple plan. "We gave careful consideration to integrating chronological and cultural 
history," Bruce and Saks announced, but "though feasible, [it] would have been 
wearisome to visitor and staff alike, as the floor area would have totaled 5300 square 
metres!" Simply integrating the two realms into one narrative would yield a lengthy, 
haphazard museum. As a result, museum theorists fell back upon a revamped, but 
nevertheless familiar binary. The new museum, they announced, would cleave into 
chronological and cultural halves. 33 
The chronological section would illustrate, in the curators' words, a "macro" level 
understanding of the region's past, something they described as "a view of the major 
political events and personalities that shaped this land." The cultural section, on the other 
hand, would expose the "micro" histories of the area, focusing on, in official terms, 
"individuals, their lives and livelihoods, indeed all the aspects which we think of in terms 
of 'culture' -religion, systems of belief, arts and crafts, currency and exchange, 
education, social values, and so forth."34 Current chief curator Deon Van Tonder clearly 
assessed the weakness of this plan. "[S]uch a division was artificial, and would have 
32 H.J. Bruce and D.Y. Saks, "A Step into the Unknown-Planning a New Museum for a New South 
Africa," c. late 80s, MuseumAfrica Archives. 
33 Hillary Bruce, "A New Museum for a New South Africa." 
34 Ibid. 
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perpetuated the racial and cultural differentiation so characteristic of the apartheid era, 
and in particular of previous Africana Museum exhibitions," since, he wrote, "for 
'history' read whites, and for 'culture' read blacks." 35 Aware of this potential critique, 
history curator David Saks offered an explicit rebuttal. "Solely from the point of view of 
museological accessibility," he pronounced, "it is vital that there be a distinction between 
major and minor events and personalities, between the dynamic and the static and the 
unusual and commonplace." Practically speaking, Saks argued, an unsystematic 
combination of all objects would result in a jumbled, incoherent museum. Though not 
inherently flawed, the realities of the museum's collection meant that this 
chronological/cultural division would reify the history/culture divide. Unable to foresee a 
way to weave together the disparate objects housed in the museum, curators returned to 
the very division that had undermined the institution's credibility.36 
At the same time, museum workers realized that they were not alone in their 
conundrum. "This imbalance," between black and white objects and culture and history, 
curators wrote, "is ... heavily reflected in school history syllabi, the proclamation and 
maintenance of national monuments, public holidays, centenary and other 
commemorative celebrations and in numerous other ways." Seeking to overhaul public 
presentations of the past, the museum staff recognized that their struggles mirrored those 
beyond the walls of the museum. During this time of political transition, the need to 
redress public understandings of history and culture presented itself in a wide variety of 
arenas. Acknowledging both the magnitude of the problem as well as their limitations, 
museum staff turned to experts for guidance. 37 Some of their more fruitful ideas were 
born of the Southern African Museum's Association, or SAMA. Running conferences 
and workshops in the late 1980s and early 1990s around such pertinent topics as 
"History: a Re-assessment of its role in South African Museums" and "New Initiatives: 
Museums for a Future South Africa," the guiding body on museums re-appraised their 
role in a changing South Africa. 38 
Africana Museum personnel also entered into productive dialogue around history 
for a new South Africa with Wits academics. Here the 1992 History Workshop, "Myths, 
Monuments, & Museums," was particularly important. Assembling a range of interested 
parties (museologists, teachers, and heritage workers) this conference broadened local 
conceptions of apartheid-era cultural practices. The papers deconstructed a wide range of 
topics from the quintessential apartheid shrine the Voortrekker Monument to the ethnic 
35 Deon Van Tonder, "From Mausoleum to Museum," 174. 
36 D.Y. Saks, "Introduction to the Chronological History Displays for the New Museum Building" 
(Internal Memorandum, April 1993). Quoted in Von Tonder, 174. 
37 H.J. Bruce and D.Y. Saks, "A Step into the Unknown-Planning a New Museum for a New South 
Africa." 
38 Blanche Nagelgast, Annual Report for the year ended 6/30/90; Curator Curator's Report to the 
AMAC August 1, 1991; Curator's Report to theAMAC April 5, 1990, MuseumAfrica Archives. 
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theme park Shakaland and the commercial complex the Victoria and Alfred Waterfront. 39 
The issnes raised were similarly wide ranging. From the nature of how viewers "read" 
exhibitions to the deliberate fashioning of the country's past, participants demonstrated 
the necessity and profitability of revisionist histories. 40 Active at the symposium, 
Africana Museum employees posed some of their lingering reservations. David Saks, for 
example, raised questions over "Coping with Bias in Museums and the Historical 
Record." In this paper, he highlighted several important areas where misconceptions of 
the past predominated, such as the commonplace reading of the rnfecane, or nineteenth 
century era of Zulu expansion, as evidence of black barbarity. Similarly, Saks charged, 
South African histories tended to stress inter-racial negotiation and European civilizing 
missions in a manner that skewed conceptions of the past. With pictorial illustrations, 
Saks clearly enumerated some of the more egregious deceptions inherent in orthodox 
South African historiography. Absent a plan of action, his work revealed that while he 
and other museum employees understood the problems faced by the Africana Museum, 
the solutions continued to be elusive.41 
Besides Saks, other Africana Museum curators sought resolutions to their 
difficulties at this conference. Ann Wanless, along with several SAMA members and 
Wits academics, used the opportunity created by the workshop to run a trial exhibition 
from whose feedback, it was hoped, some of the museum's more troubling curatorial 
issues could be resolved. Entitled "Fractions of a Truth," this exhibition showcased 
multiple interpretations of the same object, a set of divining bones collected by Swiss 
missionary Reverend H. A. Junod in the early twentieth century. In addition to Junod's 
personal analysis, the museum petitioned multiple outside examinations, including those 
by an archaeologist, an art historian, a zoologist, and a traditional healer. Assembled 
together, these disparate expert readings evidenced the main point of the exhibition, 
namely, that interpretation rests at the heart of any scrutiny. Explicitly positioned against 
the notion of any one truth, "Fractions of a Truth" endeavored to publicize internal 
museum debates.42 The exhibition was held in the main foyer of the Johannesburg Public 
39 Liz Delmont, "The Voortrekker Monument: Monolith to Myth," Carolyn Hamilton "The Real 
Goat: Identity and Authenticity in Shakaland;" and Nigel Worden, "Unmapping History at the Cape Town 
Waterfront." Wits History Workshop "Myths, Monuments, & Museums" 16---18 July, 1992. Also see Anitra 
Nettleton's "Arts and Africana: Hierarchies of Material Culture" from this conference, reprinted SAHJ 29 
Nov. 1993, 61-75. 
40 Patricia Davison of South African Museum: "Reading Exhibitions: Towards an understanding of 
popular responses to museum representations of other cultures;" Ciraj Rassool and Leslie Witz 'The 1952 
Jan Van Riebeck Tercentenary Festival: Constructing and Contesting Public National History." Wits 
History Workshop, 1992. 
41 D.Y. Saks, "Changing the Subtext: Coping with Bias in Museums and the Historical Record in 
South Africa Today" for Wits History Research Group, July 1992. 
42 Andy Brown, Ann Wanless, Rayda Becker, "Museum Display-Fractions of a Truth." Wits 
History Workshop. 
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Library and received considerable local press. 43 Spotlighting the museum's conundrum 
over how to represent the past in the context of a present in which multiple realities 
abounded, this exhibition captured the essential thrust of the Wits conference. 
Reflecting on a range of venues, processes, and motives, the History Workshop 
"Myths, Monuments, & Museums" asserted the necessity of reframing historical 
narratives in a post-apartheid world. Of central concern to many authors was how to 
balance the need for one narrative with the obvious prevalence of multiple interpretations 
of the past. While noticeably a product of a society in transition from totalitarian rule, this 
theoretical problem was also a result of postmodern thought that negated the possibility 
of one truth. Clearly, this quandary presented no simple solutions. Nevertheless, it was 
hoped that the enunciation of challenges born of multiple truths would instigate important 
conversations. For the Africana Museum, the conference had practical ramifications. 
Drawing upon strategies generated at Wits, Africana Museum curators were able to 
identify several areas requiring immediate change. In the new museum, more attention 
would be focused on terminology in an effort to efface apparent biases. Labels would be 
written simply and in multiple African languages. Simultaneously, the museum would 
seek to present atypical perspectives of the past that confounded prevailing, apartheid-
inspired understandings of history. The museum would also endeavor to fill the dearth of 
objects relating to black South Africans with illustrations. 44 These and other proposals 
promised to remake the institution in ways that resonated with the anti-apartheid 
movement. Yet, coming from above, these suggestions failed to enact the democratic, 
anti-elitist ideals that were popular in those years. Deciding they needed to hear what 
ordinary South Africans wanted in a new museum, curators turned their attention to the 
public. 
Drawing upon Wits's and SAMA's respective endorsement of so-called people's 
history, conceived from below, the museum endeavored to ask its target audience what 
was expected of a cultural history museum at the end of the twentieth century. Here the 
museum looked to SAMA's 1990 use of questionnaires to determine public perceptions 
of museums. Reporting on that methodology, museum curntors wrote that the results, 
"stressed the need to go to the community to find out what they want in a museum rather 
than to decide in isolation." 45 Following this precedent, the Africana Museum undertook 
its own, professionally driven marketing campaign. In the brief describing its proposed 
marketing campaign, the company that the Africana Museum hired to conduct its 
research, Integrated Marketing Research (IMR), outlined what it perceived to be the 
museum's main goals. "The Africana Museum," the plan read, "is determined to be 
relevant in the emerging new South Africa, and to play a meaningful role in the 
43 Blanche Nagelgast, Curator's Report to the AMAC, April 2, 1993, MuseumAfrica archives. 
44 H.J. Bruce and D.Y. Saks, "A Step into the Unknown-Planning a New Museum for a New South 
Africa." 
45 Blanche Nagelgast, Curator's Report to the AMAC, April 5, 1990 MuseumAfrica Archives. 
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education, and cultural development of all the country's people."46 As a result IMR was 
charged to evaluate the museum's name, suggest alternate names that would resonate 
with specified audiences, and provide guidance on the museum's new brand image.47 
Supposing that the name Africana was assumed to denote Afrikaner, museum personnel 
employed this strategic marketing company to help position the institution in an 
envisioned democratic South Africa. 
The plan carried out by IMR was multi-fold. In the first place, the company held 
what it termed "link tanks." Means of gathering qualitative data, these brainstorming 
sessions were conducted behind two-way mirrors. On one ~ide would be members of the 
population that the museum sought to target, on the other, museum employees. 
Eventually, the museum curators would join the focus group. According to IMR's 
proposal, participating community members were selected for being "literate, creative, 
eloquent individuals who are able to articulate their feelings with self-confidence." 48 
Once there, the control group undertook a series of exercises including vocalizing free 
associations from words like "Africana" and "museum" and describing the museum as a 
person. They were also asked to listen to and comment on the museum's self-
descriptions. Through these and other marketing strategies, a sense of the public's 
perception of the museum was gleaned. 
In addition to the link tanks, the museum also funded a professional survey. A 
total of 2000 questionnaires were sent to important community members such as those in 
"political parties, headmasters of schools, representatives of major private companies, 
donors, [and] cultural leaders (countrywide)." Attached was the museum's 1991 brochure 
and a cover letter that told recipients that their name was on a list of key community 
leaders. The survey asked respondents to answer questions on whether they had been to 
the Africana Museum, and, if so, to whom they thought the museum was aimed. It also 
petitioned responses on whether the museum was suitable for the new South Africa and 
how much they, personally, would willingly pay to visit it. Phone calls followed twenty 
percent of the postal surveys. Conducted by trained interviewers in five different 
languages-Afrikaans, Zulu, Xhosa, Tswana, and South Sotho-the seriousness with 
which the museum faced this project was undeniable. 49 
46 Integrated Marketing Research for Jeremy Sampson, "Africana Museum Research Proposal," 
November 30, I 993, MuseumAfrica Archives. 
47 Town Council Minutes re "Africana Museum Name Change," May 24, 1994, Local Government 
Archives, Johannesburg. 
48 Integrated Marketing Research for Jeremy Sampson, "Africana Museum Research Proposal," 
November 30, 1993, MuseumAfrica Archives. 
49 Fax re: Marketing Research from Mari Harris for Mark:inor to Jeremy Sampson, November 30, 
1993, MuseumAfrica Archives. 
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The results of the combined link tank-survey process provided consensus. "The 
majority" of participants, the Town Council recorded, "felt that the Africana Museum 
gave a distorted view of history and did not reflect Black history accurately. They 
associated it with conservative Afrikaner males." Unanimously, they felt that the name 
must be changed.50 Responses to the present name, IMR reported, included the 
following: "Eurocentric, Misinterpreted as Afrikaner, Elitist, classisist [sic], Old 
fashioned, Dull." 51 On the flip side, the name Africana Museum had the advantage of 
being known worldwide. Yet this hardly outweighed the downsides to the name. Thus, 
the Africana Museum formally decided in 1993 to change its name. "The matter has to be 
treated with some urgency," IMR relayed to museum curators in August of that year, "as 
you have now definitively decided to change your name, and the new name must be 
chosen and agreed on, and visually developed to the point that it can be launched, from 1 
October. "52 While the museum's opening was actually pushed back into 1994, it was 
nonetheless under considerable pressure to construct its new image. 
Together, museum curators and marketing consultants outlined their vision for the 
new museum. The institution's physical scope was "Africa, south of the Zambesi, 
including South Africa, Mozambique, Namibia, Swaziland, Lesotho and Zimbabwe." Its 
collection "embraces all aspects of the history of the peoples of Southern Africa and so 
includes natural history. Traditionally its collections dealt with the History of European 
settlement in South Africa, History of Johannesburg, [and] South African ethnology." 
Responsible for the administration of branch museums the Bensusan Photographic 
Museum, the Bernberg Museum of Costume, the James Hall Museum of Transport, the 
Museum of Rock Art, the Geological Museum, as well as the historic George Harrison 
Park, the museum provided an all-inclusive picture of white South Africans' past. For its 
new mission statement, the team agreed that this was not sufficient, declaring as its new 
aim: "To be a dynamic museum of the community where the diverse history and heritage 
of Southern Africa is explored and presented to be an educational force for unity and 
reconciliation." 53 Now committed to displaying the "diverse history" of the region to 
unite a fractured South African society, the museum pledged to broaden its presentation 
of the past. Other museum priorities were to "provide an indispensable educational, 
cultural and community resource, become a tourist attraction, [and] represent the entire 
South African community."54 With this clear sense both of what the museum entailed 
and what it aimed to be, a new name was sought. 
50 Town Council Minutes re: "Africana Museum Name Change," May 24, 1994. 
51 Internal Document, "Name and Logo Report back," August 11, 1993, MuseumAfrica Archives. 
52 Jeremy Sampson for Integrated Marketing Research, "Marketing/Corporate Communications 
Proposals (First Draft)," August 16, 1993, MuseumAfrica Archives. 
53 Internal Document, "Name and Logo Report back," August 11, 1993. 
54 Jeremy Sampson, "Marketing/Corporate Communications Proposals (First Draft)." 
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Recommendations for the new name varied greatly. From narrow regional names 
like "Market Mnsenm," "The Bridge Museum," and "Museum of Johannesburg," to 
broader ones like, "Museum of Southern Africa" and the "African Museum," a multitude 
of names were proposed.55 Here again the input of marketing consultants was invaluable. 
According to IMR, local names would serve only to alienate part of the proposed 
audience. At the same time, the name ought to embody the museum's target audiences, 
specifically "educational institutions, the tourist industry, the media, other museums, 
potential sponsors, [ and] international bodies/museums (both in neighbouring countries in 
Africa and farther afield)." In addition, IMR reiterated, the name "must be in keeping 
with the 'new' South Africa, and be a name that in years to come will remain relevant." 
In short, the new name needed to connote nothing less than a brand, "a strong, totally 
'stand alone' identity" that could be easily represented in print. Importantly, the museum 
once more agreed, as IMR wrote, "The name should not be seen to be imposed, so re-
enforcing any arguments about an 'ivory tower' mentality." Now, research would be 
joined with instigated media debate and a public competition to create a new logo in an 
effort to portray an organic name. 56 
In the end and after more than fifty thousand rand was spent, it is not entirely 
apparent how the museum reached its new name. According to Town Council minutes 
from 1994, "[a]fter a further brainstorming with the Africana Museum staff and the 
Museum Project Management team the name MuseumAfrica was arrived at by general 
consensus." 57 Interviews with museum personnel suggest that not all employees were 
involved in the decision, reached incredibly late in the process. Regardless, the fact that 
the name MuseumAfrica expressed the same sentiments as Africana Museum, but in 
modern English, pleased all involved. Here was a way to reflect both the change and the 
continuity between the old and the new museum. Chosen on the eve of the museum's 
opening, the inverted appellation MuseumAfrica reflected both the museum's attempt at 
reinvention and its equally gripping slow decision process. 
While the museum finally chose a new name by early 1994, the content of the 
exhibits persisted in raising problems well into 1993. Given the information garnered 
from SAMA, Wits, and IMR, as well as local political realities, the projected separation 
between chronological and cultural history continued to present itself as a fundamental 
impasse. Speaking of the lengthy process of deliberations born of this conundrum, Ann 
Wanless confided, "it used to drive me mad ... We'd have these discussions and everyone 
would just talk, talk, talk. "58 Bombarded with information from all sides, Africana 
55 Internal Document, "Name and Logo Report back," August 11, 1993; Town Council Minutes re: 
"Africana Museum Name Change," May 24, 1994. 
56 Jeremy Sampson, "Marketing/Corporate Communications Proposals (First Draft)." 
57 Town Council Minutes re: "Africana Museum Name Change." 
58 Interview with Ann Wanless. 
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Museum personnel found themselves, in 1993, paralyzed by an inability to move 
forward. That is, until larger politics impelled them to act. 
The Museum's Final Plan 
A 1992 Bulletin issued by the ANC pronounced: "Like all sectors of South African life, 
the arts and culture sphere demand transformation now!"59 Given apartheid's legacy on 
the cultural front-where only state-sponsored Performing Arts Councils received 
funding and where different ethnic groups were relegated to separated cultural 
departments called "own and general affairs" -the organization charged that the 
country's cultural sphere required immediate attention. Seeking to make itself relevant 
for the new South Africa, the museum paid close attention to the ANC's position on 
culture, rightly believing that that organization would play a major role in a democratic 
South Africa. 
In the ANC's envisioned South Africa, government-run cultural apparatuses 
would no longer cater to a mere fraction of the population. To this end, one policy 
document pledged that the ANC would "do away with the racist, own and general affairs 
departments and establish a special government department to ensure the practical 
realisation of its cultural policies." 6° Focusing attention on educational policies, heritage 
sites, and bureaucratic structures, the ANC aimed to overhaul completely the previous 
regime's cultural projects. "The mission of the ANC Department of Arts and Culture" an 
internal document elaborated, "is, therefore, to facilitate the total eradication of the 
system of apartheid which comparmentalises humanity according to race, creed and even 
culture," in an effort to ensure the fulfillment of clause seven of the Freedom Charter 
which charged that the doors of learning and of culture shall be open to all. 61 "Without 
any apology," another impassioned document pledged: 
we firmly say that we are against and will continue to fight against what 
the apartheid system sought to achieve in the area of culture-the attempt 
to close the doors of learning and of culture to millions of people, to 
impose the racial and ethnic exclusivity to the development of the 
individual, to ossify forms of cultural expression within a supposed 
59 Ibid. 
60 ANC, "Policy for the promotion and preservation of the arts culture and languages in a democratic 
South Africa." (ANC Luthuli House, Box 5, Policy Docs 5, ANC DAC, 1989-1992, ANC archives). 
61 Department of Arts and Culture Newsletter, Vol 1, No 1 1992, ANC Archives. 
traditional mould, to discriminate in the allocation of resources dedicated 
to culture and arts and so on. 62 
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Refusing to atomize people by race or ethnicity the way they had been in the old Africana 
Museum, the ANC promised that its cultural structures would promote a single South 
African culture, the very likes of which confounded apartheid ideology. This national 
identity would merge the narratives of all South Africans-hitherto separated in places 
like the old Africana Museum-thus joining the destruction of segregated cultural 
apparatuses to ensure that a new country would emerge. 
Importantly, the ANC believed that this patriotic sense of self would emanate 
firstly from museums, among other places. As such, the organization insisted that several 
pointed changes be made to these repositories. In addition to administrative modifications 
like the need for "democratic accountability" and "internationally accepted standards," 
the ANC demanded that museums refurbish themselves to highlight "themes of 
reconciliation that foster the values and ideals of the broad masses and counteract the 
legacy of division and exploitation presently expressed in apartheid institutions and 
legislation." The content of displays, in other words, was under attack. At the same time, 
the ANC emphasized that "close integration with the educational system" would be a 
prerequisite for funding in the new South Africa.63 Commanding, among other things, 
affirmative action procedures and the spotlighting of neglected history, the ANC 
envisioned a different South African museum culture. 
Without doubt, these ANC positions were formulated in response to MUSA or 
'Museums for South Africa' and its report, published in 1994, "Museums for South 
Africa: Intersectoral Investigation for National Policy." A committee formed in 1991 of 
two-dozen experts including members of SAMA, heritage workers, and government 
officials, MUSA examined and proposed national museum policies for a changing South 
Africa. Immediately controversial, the final MUSA account was considered by detractors 
to be the museum establishment's last attempt to entrench its power.64 "As far as the 
African National Congress is concerned," spokesperson for the ANC Commission for 
Reconstruction and Transformation of the Arts and Culture Andre Odendaal derided, 
62 Department of Arts and Culture Negotiations Bulletin, Sep-Oct 1993? "The ANC and ARTS and 
CULTURE," cover piece (Bonn, Box 1, 7-ANC-DAC, ANC archives). This article was submitted to 
Mail and Guardian and never published. 
63 Heritage Management Structure flow chart with ANC Commission for Museums, Monuments, 
Archives and Heraldry Position Paper on Cultural Conservation and Commemoration in a democratic 
South Africa. Prepared by Graham Dominy, Gillian Berning, lain Edwards, Andrew Hall, Aron Maze! and 
Mewa Ramgobin of the Commission 2/28/93. (ANC Luthuli House, Box 5, Policy Docs 5, ANC DAC, 
1989-1992, ANC archives). 
64 See Deon Van Tonder, "From Mausoleum to Museum," 168. Also, Annie Coombes, 15. 
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"MUSA does not even get out of the starting blocs." 65 Failing, in his words, "to 
reconcile the views of a museums sector rooted in colonial and apartheid past with a 
democratic vision of the liberation movement and impending democratic state 
structures," MUSA reified the way culture was understood in the old South Africa. "At 
best," Deon Van Tonder more generously noted, "the [MUSA] report has been 
considered an interim document. "66 Though the Africana Museum did not participate in 
MUSA, the museum's proposed renovations (which included a continued polarization of 
black and white objects) mimicked the very sorts of schemes for which MUSA was 
drawing criticism. Given these protests, it is unsurprising that Africana Museum curators 
decided, at the last minute, to forget about the cultural/chronological divide. After 
deliberating at the 1992 Wits history workshop, curators now believed that the inability to 
transcend the binary divisions that had long existed in the museum was a reflection of 
larger processes, more so than a museum failing. In any event, current political events 
such as the MUSA criticism revealed the extent to which this type of division connoted 
the old order. As such, the Africana Museum opted to avoid the entire quandary, 
eschewing altogether a unified narrative. 
As.mentioned earlier, from the early 1990s, the museum pledged to become "a 
dynamic museum of the community, where the diverse history and heritage of Southern 
Africa is explored and presented" and where it would serve as "an educational force for 
unity and reconciliation." 67 Implementing new community outreach procedures like 
traveling exhibitions and paying particular attention to its role in education, the Africana 
Museum repositioned itself. At the level of museum content, museum curators ceased 
trying to formulate a single account of the past. Bolstered by the knowledge that a wide 
variety of people involved in history making were avoiding meta-narratives, museum 
employees embraced the possibilities of non-linearity. Without the directive to present 
one true story of the past, Africana Museum workers no longer attempted to institute a 
chronological/cultural divide. Instead, museum curators chose to create a non-linear, 
thematically integrated opening exhibition. Curator Sandra De Wet recalled: "the whole 
approach that we had then is that there is actually no consecutive South African history. 
You know the reason why we did bitty, thematic history was because there was nothing 
else to be done in those days." 68 Absent a basic presentation of a unified South African 
past to serve as precedent, museum employees welcomed the notion of a thematic 
exhibition. 
65 Andre Odendaal, "'Giving life to learning': the way ahead for Museums in a Democratic South 
Africa." Paper presented on behalf of CREATE at SAMA, East London, May 23 1994. Quoted in 
Coombes, 15. 
66 See Deon Van Tonder, "From Mausoleum to Museum," 169. 
67 Deon Van Tonder, "From Mausoleum to Museum," 174, quoting S. De Wet's notes. 
68 Interview with Sandra De Wet, April 22, 2003. 
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Focusing on the museum's physical locale, curators settled on the theme of 
"Johannesburg Transformations." Working from the sub-themes politics, home, work and 
recreation, in then director Hillary Bruce's words, "[e]veryone did a display they felt 
passionate about."69 Charting the growth of South Africa's largest city through the lives 
of the ordinary workers who enabled development, the new exhibition positioned itself 
against old-fashioned top-down historical presentations. "The choice of each theme was 
based on various criteria," curator Deon Van Tonder recalled: "would it appeal to the 
immediate community; and could Johannesburg be used as a microcosm for the history 
and heritage of South Africa as a whole?" At the same time, he noted, "in the period of 
change, both in the country and in the Museum, the theme of 'transformations' seemed 
appropriate." 7° Fulfilling these criterions, each of the four curators crafted a unique 
exhibition. The first, entitled "What about the workers," included an underground mine 
shaft and the juxtaposition of a recreated worker hostel against a wealthy Randlord' s ( or 
mine owner's) home. The presentation, assembled by Ann Wanless, also included a 
restored, authentic domestic worker's room, bought wholesale by the museum from one 
Martha Papa of Yeoville. In the second display, the "Road to Democracy," David Saks 
used multimedia to illustrate the country's political move beyond apartheid. "Birds in a 
Cornfield", the third exhibit, recounted the black majority's struggle for adequate housing 
on the Rand. In it, curator Kerry Nkosi positioned the actual, bought shack homes of two 
museum employees (Charles Mbubanza and Sam Nyambezi) complete with audio 
recordings and life-size human casts, amidst a narrative account of housing struggles. In 
the final display, "Sounds of the City," Deon Van Tonder traced the history of local 
popular music, from marabi culture of the 1920s to township jazz of the 1940s. Situated 
in a shebeen, or township bar, "Sounds of the City" celebrated the creativity of those 
people forced to live and work in and around Johannesburg over the century. 
Using the geological collection and a display on gold as introductions, 
Johannesburg Transformations established the revamped Africana Museum-now known 
as MuseumAfrica-as a significantly different version of its predecessor. Highlighting 
the authoring of each display, the museum strove for transparency. Labeling in simple 
wording and in multiple languages (beyond English and Afrikaans), museum curators 
made certain their desire to reach the broadest possible audience. Providing snapshots of 
the past, the opening display reflected the national mood of multiplicity. Showcasing the 
lives of the black majority, MuseumAfrica boldly asserted that black objects were no 
longer regarded as frozen in time. Indeed, with the inclusion of real homes and other 
artifacts of black South Africa, the museum suggested that the racially polarized country 
was a thing of the past. 
In the hopeful months following the April 2004 democratic election, the museum 
opened to wide acclaim. ''The response to MuseumAfrica has been overwhelming," Deon 
69 Interview with H. Bruce, February 25, 2003. 
7o Deon Van Tonder, "From Mausoleum to Museum," 177. 
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Van Tonder recorded in late 1994: "In August alone, it had 25,275 visitors, averaging 
1,500 per day on weekends." 71 "Interest in the Museum Africa has been phenomenal 
since the opening," an extra-museum document affirmed.72 Reporting on the opening 
for the Mail and Guardian, South African cultural critic Ivor Powell announced that 
despite the dubious exhibition of real black artifacts, in general, "it is hard not to be 
enthusiastic" about the new museum: "What we have is an attempt to create something 
that will be serviceable in the new South Africa, to look at history through new eyes and 
to suggest it through tokens and traces in the spaces of the museum," he celebrated.73 
"Sporting more than just a fresh coat of paint," Van Tonder summarized, the museum, 
"seeks to break away from its past reputation as a boring, static and largely irrelevant 
display space."74 Having completely overhauled itself in line with the AN C's theoretical 
assertions, a new museum was born alongside a new country. While, in Van Tonder's 
eloquent words, "Providence seldom allows for the union of great historical events with 
the fashioning of an important instrument of their perpetuation and record ... fortune has 
smiled on the new Africana Museum. "75 Promising that the curators had further plans, 
Van Tonder asserted optimistically: "This is only the beginning."76 
MuseumAfrica Since 1994 
Just over ten years have passed since that optimistic beginning. During that time, 
MuseumAfrica housed several noteworthy temporary exhibitions, such as photographer 
Peter Magubane's portrait collection "Women of South Africa" opened by Winnie 
Mandela in 1996 and the celebrated interdisciplinary examination of the built 
environment, "Blank Architecture, Apartheid, and After" opened in 2000. At the same 
time, the museum accommodated portions of the feted Johannesburg Biennales of 1995 
and 1997 that sought to position the city at the center of the continent's art scene. Besides 
these external events, the museum launched its own "temporary" exhibitions (most of 
which remain up to this day). Amongst the most impressive were "Gandhi's 
Johannesburg," a documentation of Mahatma Gandhi's life and legacy in South Africa, 
and "Tried for Treason," an examination of the renowned Treason Trial of anti-apartheid 
activists. None other than former president Nelson Mandela opened the first display. The 
latter exhibition, opened in 1996 by another ANC stalwart, Walter Sisulu, drew more 
71 Deon Van Tonder, "From Mausoleum to Museum," 182. 
72 Chris Buchanan, Museum Africa: Ready in time for the New South Africa, Public Buildings Project 
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73 Ivor Powell, "Something New Something Old," Mail and Guardian, 8/12/94. 
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than five hundred guests to its premiere.77 Concurrent with these shows, the renovation 
of Newtown, begun under the direction of the last democratic city government of the 
apartheid era, started to remake the museum's immediate surroundings. Capitalizing on 
the presence of important cultural venues like the Market Theater (attached to the 
museum) and the jazz club Kippies, the city's Director of Culture Christopher Till 
worked to turn what was considered to be a rough area into a cultural hub throughout the 
early 1990s. 
Yet despite either its locale or its participation in landmark cultural events, the 
museum floundered after its 1994 debut. According to Steven Sack, current director of 
the Department of Arts, Culture, and Heritage for the city of Johannesburg, this 
dwindling was reflective of the fact that "the process of transformation in the heritage 
sector has been extremely slow ... in the macro context." 78 Charged with overhauling 
public presentations of culture without simply effacing the past and burdened by a 
multitude of crucial tasks, government initiated processes of cultural transformation have 
been slow to reach fruition. Simultaneously, Christopher Till argued that the frequent 
bureaucratic restructuring that occurred during the transitional period that surrounded the 
implementation of the constitution in 1997 crippled both the museum's and the city's 
attempts at revitalization. "What happened," Till bemoaned, "was the Biennale was 
closed, Arts Alive [a cultural festival initiated in the early 1990s] staggered on ... and the 
Newtown Cultural Precinct79 [project] stopped dead." 80 Attempting to halt this process, 
MuseumAfrica repeatedly petitioned the city for support. Clearly denoting other areas 
requiring the city's attention, the museum nonetheless attempted to argue its case: 
The necessity of prioritising the demands on the Greater Johannesburg 
Transitional Metropolitan Council's finite budget is acknowledged and the 
fact that essential provisions in the field of health, fresh water, solid waste, 
etc. might seem more urgent. Nevertheless the need for the cultural 
enrichment of the Greater Johannesburg Transitional Metropolitan 
Council community is also essential and MueumAfrica regards itself as a 
key player in this regard. 81 
Detailing its impediments to success-such as lack of funds and easy accessibility for 
visitors-the museum's pleas fell on deaf ears. Unwilling or unable to follow its 
predecessors' precedent of abundant cultural support, the city government ceased funding 
cultural activities in the manner to which they had become accustomed. 
77 Hillary Bruce, Curator's Report to the AMAC, April 3, 1996, MuseumAfrica Archives. 
78 Interview with Steve Sack, April 29, 2003. 
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80 Interview with Christopher Till, May 7, 2003. 
81 "Museum Africa and Service Delivery," 1996. AOL Policy (by date) 2, 9/18. MuseumAfrica 
Archives. 
26 
Explaining the museum's recent stagnation, Hillary Bruce gloomily concluded: 
"Now we have no money." 82 Resultantly, those exhibitions with which the museum 
opened (then meant to be temporary) remain up, in shoddy disarray. Staff salaries have 
been frozen for years, with an increasing number of positions going unfilled each year. 
Ann Wanless characterized such circumstances as nothing short of "soul destroying." 83 
Arguably because of this situation, many of the innovative thinkers that helped create the 
new museum have since left. Indeed, interviews with former and current museum 
employees revealed a general sense disgruntlement within the new museum. From a 
place gripped by inertia to a racially polarized environment, insiders characterize the 
museum as being rife with tensions. One regrettable outcome of such a working 
environment has been the rise in corruption. From vacuum cleaners and the copper wiring 
that enables the air conditioners to function to irreplaceable geological specimens and 
antique maps, a vast amount of museum property has gone missing in ways that suggest 
insider collusion, at the very least. 84 Moreover, the museum's physical location, under 
the highway overpass in Newtown, continues to present problems. Not only does the 
freeway cause the building to vibrate and accumulate dust, but it also renders the building 
something of an extension of the road. This has translated into the rooftop arrival of 
everything from rubbish to a human body (the unfortunate result of a police chase). 
Simultaneously, the assumption that Newtown is an unsafe part of town persists. Without 
adequate funds to address problems relating to maintenance, staffing, and public 
perception, the museum has few options. 
Assessing the state of MuseumAfrica in 2004, past employees expressed profound 
disappointment with the institution's first decade. Former director of the Johannesburg 
Art Gallery and acting director of MuseumAfrica Rochelle Keene summarized: 
Those initial temporary exhibitions, I thought were reasonable. I thought 
they did something new in cultural history museums in this county at the 
time they happened. I think they're now hopelessly out of date.BS 
Echoing Keene's diagnosis, Christopher Till said of the museum's 1994 mission: "The 
basis of it was put in place [and] the momentum was put in place, [but] it was never 
realized." Without the planned exhibitions that would link the episodic displays, Till 
remarked, "it looks bitty and it feels bitty."86 "I'm often amazed that it manages to limp 
on the way that it does," Ann Wanless similarly reflected on the current state of decay: "I 
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feel sad because I think that it's just got so much potential and I just think it's just such a 
waste that it's not being given the opportunity to shine."87 Likewise voicing her regret, 
Hillary Bruce noted, "I'm sorry it's frozen in time. It is and it's very sad."88 Devoid of 
ample funding, adequate staff, and a solid government mandate, MuseumAfrica barely 
lurches on. 
In part, MuseumAfrica' s current dearth of funds parallels larger trends in what is 
often called the heritage or cultural sector of society. In the new South Africa, resources 
are spread thin. Simultaneously, long-standing museums continue to be regarded as 
bastions of the old South Africa. "We are battling against a perception that it's only 
[place like] the Robben Island Museum [and] the Nelson Mandela museum that are 
transformed," Keene explained: 
And there's a very real perception that any museum established before 
1994 is not transformed. And an unspoken thing, also, is that if you are a 
white heading an institution, it is sine qua non untransformed, even if you 
were appointed post 1994.89 
Correctly or not, many old museums denote the past, stifling their ability to procure 
funding. In these ways, MuseumAfrica mirrors the worst woes of the new South Africa. 
Compelled to provide the majority population with adequate healthcare, proper housing, 
and revised educational systems (among other basic amenities long reserved for the white 
minority), the ANC government is over-extended. Despite impressive advances made, 
much work needs to be done. It is perhaps unsurprising and even commendable that in 
such a situation a museum has gone neglected. 
Yet funding for the arts has actually increased throughout the AN C's tenure.90 At 
the same time, non-governmental forces such as the mining and gambling industries have 
been quick to foster tourism in the new South Africa. As a result, a series of new 
museums have arisen in the last decade. In Johannesburg, places like the Hector Pieterson 
Museum (commemorating the Children's War of 1976) and the Apartheid Museum 
(focusing on the twentieth-century struggle) have become darlings of the new South 
Africa. Interestingly, both of these institutions owe their beginnings and large portions of 
their collections to MuseumAfrica.91 Other museums, such as the Johannesburg Art 
Gallery (formed at roughly the same time as the old Africana Museum), have been able to 
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remake themselves in the new order. So what, one could ask, differentiates 
MuseumAfrica? It has been argued by many that MuseumAfrica faltered upon poor 
leadership and lack of vision. While partially persuasive, this answer is too facile in and 
of itself. In light of the synthesized reading of the ANC and the Africana Museum's 
cultural policies, this essay seeks to offer a different conclusion. 
Conclusion 
At the opening of MuseumAfrica in August 1994, ANC Minister of Art, Culture, 
Science, and Technology Dr. Ben Ngubane lauded the institution as an example of what 
the new South Africa could produce. "This museum represents something that is of 
national importance," N gubane proclaimed, adding that his Ministry would "do 
everything possible to make [its final form] a reality." 92 Just over a decade later, 
MuseurµAfrica is a far different place than the one envisioned that hopeful day. Now a 
venue where visitors see shanty homes near photographic displays and murals on rock art 
without any overarching explanation, MuseumAfrica is nothing if not a strange place. 
The institution's stagnation is clearly implicated in the multiple contests that 
accompanied large-scale political change. Despite this complicated explanation, the 
museum's recent past can be distilled into a metonym for grander, often intangible social 
processes. 
When MuseumAfrica failed to conceive of a way to integrate chronological and 
cultural history-code, as has been shown, for black and white cultural objects-it was 
simply reflecting society's inability to envision an inclusive meta-narrative. A unitary 
story of South Africa could not be displayed because it had not yet been written. In part, 
the directive for such a history constituted part of the problem. For in the new, ANC-
governed post-apartheid South Africa, this history needed to be nonracial. In other words, 
it had to encompass successfully the narratives of all South Africans. As has been 
documented, MuseumAfrica overcame this impasse by avoiding it altogether with a 
thematic, nonlinear display. The museum was successful upon opening because it 
captured the timely moment of a society in flux. Yet, as this moment passed, the need for 
a new national narrative reasserted itself. In this context, the museum's inability to offer 
one-reflective of both society's shortcoming and larger museological trends-rendered 
the institution irrelevant. The museum's failure to thrive thus indicates that the unified 
national history championed by the ANC-as resistance movement and then 
government- has not yet materialized. 
Ten years after the end of apartheid, a fractured assemblage of the past like the 
one evidenced in MuseumAfrica fails to offer South Africans a fulfilling portrait of the 
past. Unlike the struggle-centric black and white stories put forth in the Hector Pieterson 
92 Deon Van Tonder, "From Mausoleum to Museum," 167. 
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and Apartheid Museums, MuseumAfrica's dated exhibits seem extraneous to the 
revamped country. As opposed to the eclectic, art-centric collection of the Johannesburg 
Art Gallery, MuseumAfrica's mission does not readily allow it to avoid presenting a 
single plot. Illustrations of the past put forward in these other museums are themselves 
fractions of the truth. Presenting narrow windows-albeit appropriate ones in the context 
of post-apartheid South Africa-these venues similarly eschew all encompassing meta-
narratives. This suggests either that the post-apartheid state is no longer interested in a 
unified national identity (something refuted by abundant government rhetoric about a 
Rainbow Nation) or, more probably, that the difficulties associated with constructing a 
unified narrative in a postmodern, heterogeneous society have hindered this process. In 
other words, on a national scale, South Africans have found non-racialism much harder to 
implement than envision. While the Hector Pieterson Museum, the Apartheid Museum, 
and the Art Gallery are notable venues in their own right, the fact remains that they do 
not provide all-inclusive, nonracial histories. In this interpretation, MuseumAfrica, the 
only museum in Johannesburg that even purports to represent the entire region's past, 
stands neglected precisely because it represents a futile attempt to practice non-racialism. 
As a sore reminder of the limitations of cultural ideology, MuseumAfrica is no one's 
darling. 
This essay has narrated the history of the Africana Museum's transformation into 
MuseumAfrica, and the concurrent, culturally rooted dilemmas that this process incurred. 
It has done so within the context of contemporaneous debates regarding change. Paying 
attention to the ways in which the African National Congress utilized culture first as a 
weapon to destroy apartheid and then as a tool to fashion a new nation, it has argued that 
larger political processes informed the museum's rebirth. Resultantly, the story of the 
Africana Museum's transformation into MuseumAfrica appears metonymic for the 
complex alterations that characterize South Africa's recent past. The history of this one 
institution sheds light on the intellectual and practical quandaries manifest in late 
apartheid, early post-apartheid South Africa. In the same vein, the museum's current 
sorry state serves as a reminder both of the advances and of the limitations that 
accompany transformation. Today, a young South Africa continues to strive for the kind 
of oneness championed by the ANC. Museums, as instructive social mirrors, demand the 
nation's attention. Yet, in Newtown's Mary Fitzgerald Square, just beyond the Nelson 
Mandela Bridge, MuseumAfrica slowly rots. In the now not-so-new South Africa, it 
appears this is one struggle that endures. 
